During the 4-month period of offspring dependence, northern fur seal, Callorhinus ursinus, mothers and pups use a well-developed multimodal recognition ability to routinely find one another within large and dense breeding aggregations. I studied the vocal/auditory aspect of this ability to look at operational differences between the two members of a recognition dyad. If parent-offspring conflict theory is applied to animal communication behaviour, we should expect unequal selective forces acting on parents and offspring. In northern fur seal maternal recognition dyads, I expected pups to expend more energy in the reunion process because they carry the greater burden of a failed reunion. Furthermore, in terms of signal detection theory, pups should have a lower rejection threshold (lower bias) than mothers. To address these questions, I conducted vocal playback experiments and behavioural observations on a natural population of northern fur seals in the Pribilof Islands, Alaska, U.S.A. Although playback results support mutual vocal recognition, pups were both more vocally responsive and made more recognition errors (i.e. false alarms). Behavioural observations, including search time, distance travelled, signalling behaviour and contact with nonoffspring show that pups expend more effort in the reunion process. These findings are consistent with expectations and begin to quantify how selection pressure on recognition behaviour can vary at different stages of development.
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Social recognition is a key ingredient to many complex interactions among animals (Colgan 1983; Sherman et al. 1997) . The difficulty of a recognition task varies greatly, and thus so do the selective forces acting on recognition behaviour (Beecher 1991). The northern fur seal, Callorhinus ursinus, is an extreme case in which females returning from foraging trips must regularly find their offspring among hundreds, sometimes thousands, of conspecifics. Although it is clearly beneficial to both mothers and pups to reunite successfully, the costs and benefits differ for each (e.g. parent-offspring conflict: Trivers 1974). Recognition is crucial to the neonate's survival, whereas for an adult female, which produces up to 20 offspring in her lifetime, an error in recognition represents a smaller cost in terms of lifetime reproductive success. Because of the unequal selective pressures acting on recognition behaviour, the recognition process probably operates in a distinct manner for each member of the mother-pup dyad (Falls 1982; Pierotti & Murphy 1987) . Here I provide experimental evidence of maternal recognition and details of the reunion process for northern fur seals. Through these data I show how the recognition process can be distinct for each member of the dyad.
Although unidirectional parent-offspring recognition is widespread among vertebrates, especially birds and mammals (Falls 1982; Colgan 1983) , examples of bidirectional (i.e. mutual) parent-offspring recognition are relatively uncommon (Shillito & Alexander 1975; Falls 1982; Jones et al. 1987) . In pinnipeds, most of the 33 extant species appear to have some degree of motheroffspring recognition. The exceptions are those species that do not aggregate during breeding (e.g. the Hawaiian monk seals, Monachus schauinslandi; Job et al. 1995 
